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ABSTRACT
White Noise investigates moments when white supremacist ideology injects itself
into the conversation about American Identity and American History in an attempt to coopt those definitions and control the conversation. The exhibition considers the effects of
this identity crisis on American identity, white identity, American history, and family
unity. The exhibition looks at these issues through the lens of the Virginia Historical
Markers program, Civil War Re-enactment, contemporary white identity politics and
supremacy, monuments, educational history museums, and the artist’s personal narrative
about white supremacy as it relates to his own sense of loyalty and connection to his
family. By weaving a personal narrative of division and loss caused by these racist
ideologies, into a wider narrative of loss and destruction caused by white supremacy the
artists hopes to open a dialogue about the damage that white supremacy causes, both to
the people it targets, and to the humanity, culture, and identity of its proponents and those
they supposedly identify with.
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“An identity is questioned only when it is menaced, as when the mighty begin to fall, or
when the wretched begin to rise, or when the stranger enters the gates, never, thereafter,
to be a stranger: the stranger’s presence making you the stranger, less to the stranger than
to yourself.”
James Baldwin, The Devil Finds Work1

“When you’re accustomed to privilege, equality feels like oppression.”
Author Unknown

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
White noise is the incoherent buzz of a disturbed colony. It is the static on the
airwaves on your journey between places listed on the map. It is the background of
information in which the encoded message is hidden. It is the cancellation of coherence.
It is what stands in for understanding. It is the cacophony that is drowning out any
negotiation in this country about what it means to be American. A distinct, loud minority
of white supremacists in this nation have hijacked the national conversation about who
we are. Once again they have stoked the fears of racial and cultural difference in an
attempt to write their names on America’s deed, and to close the gates on the huddled
masses. This misdirection, this white noise, which hides the true nature of this power
grab, is the subject of my MFA thesis show. My thesis focuses on the mythology of
white supremacy and entitlement, specifically the ways it has co-opted the making of

Baldwin, James. The Devil Finds Work: An Essay. New York: Vintage Books, 2011.
537.
1
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history in Virginia and the U.S. in an attempt to dis-identify competing ethnic groups as
un-American.
In an attempt to maintain the system of privileges that entitles an increasingly
smaller-and-smaller group of Americans, so-called “Identitiarians” (read White
Nationalists, formerly White Supremacists, nay racists) are, ironically, threatening the
same White identity that they are trying to cultivate, and by association threatening the
same privileges that they so jealously guard. While it is easy to pass judgement on “Altright” entities like the ones responsible for the events in Charlottesville in 2017, who
were clearly racist, extremist, hate-groups, there is a less-vocal “silent” percentage of
Americans who, like their vocal counterparts, subscribe to the White Nationalist ideology
that defines “real Americans” as those of Anglo-Saxon, Protestant heritage. This group
of subscribers hears and understands the thinly-veiled, racist, “dog-whistle” messages
espoused by these groups. They hear these messages repeated by pundits, preachers,
authors, and public officials which give these messages an air of “viral” legitimacy, and
which seems to have given these formerly silent subscribers license to come out of the
shadows and repeat this once taboo, racist manifesto.
White supremacists have long sought to establish a pseudo-scientific racial
delineation between ethnic groups that they hoped to be able to use to justify the systems
of power that subjugate non-whites. As the horrors of the first half of the twentieth
century made the alliance between this kind of pseudo-science and the fascist powers
who sought to take over the world clear, it was difficult for American White supremacists
to use that same, now decidedly un-American ideology, to further their agenda.
Compared to the Jim Crow era of the early twentieth century when unhooded Clansmen
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paraded in the streets of Washington and American Nazi Groups could fill Madison
Square Garden, these groups had largely been relegated to the fringes of politics and
society along with their medieval sensibilities, until recently. The pseudoscience of racial
difference has recently been replaced by the co-opting of the language of Identity politics
which has fueled the recent resurgence of hate speech and violence. This theft of the
conversation around identity is a purposeful distortion of the very notion of identity.
White supremacist ideology survives on the notion that identity is discriminatory: that
human beings will instinctively and inevitably segregate themselves from anyone who is
not in the group with which they identify themselves; and these group definitions are
fixed, heritable, and recognizable to anyone. This is, of course, a thinly veiled racial
view of the world masquerading as pseudo-social-science. It accepts none of many
counter examples that refute it, because it is also not a discourse or a field of study. It is
only a distraction, a screen, white noise, if you will, hiding the bald desire for power
which has always motivated such ideologies. This is a divide and conquer strategy on the
part of white supremacists whose goal is to unify white voters around fear of the Other.
The main fear these groups stoke amongst their supporters is the fear of erasure.
On one end of this conspiracy spectrum, “erasure” alludes to cultural dominance by
another culture. In the mythology of White Supremacy, cultural intermingling is a
contest of the survival of the fittest, the only outcome of which is the destruction of one
culture and the dominance of the other. White supremacists believe that American
culture is White, Anglo-Saxon, Christian culture, and therefore equate the destruction of
White culture with the destruction of American culture. Conservative talk-show host,
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Anne Coulter, has openly described this scenario as the “Browning of America.”2
Towards the other end of the spectrum “culture” is coded language that signifies racial
boundaries. In this scenario cultural intermingling is tantamount to miscegenation of the
race, and genetic erasure. Iowa Republican Congressman, and self proclaimed whitenationalist, Steve King put this conflation of culture and race very succinctly when he
said “we can’t restore our civilization with somebody else’s babies.”3 On the far end of
the spectrum are those that predict the coming of a race-war or a Second American Civil
War to settle these questions of who can or cannot be an American. Our current
president has suggested such a thing could happen if his supporters were pushed far
enough: “I actually think that the people on the right are tougher, but they don’t play it
tougher. Okay? I can tell you I have the support of the police, the support of the military,
the support of the Bikers for Trump —I have the tough people, but they don’t play it
tough —until they go to a certain point, and then it would be very bad, very bad.”4 My
thesis explores the ways that White supremacy acts out this mythology of fear and
separation through the rewriting of our collective history, and the misrepresentation of
identity.
My work is divided into four distinct groups that incorporate photography,
painting, ceramics and installation in my examination of this national identity crisis and

“Coulter Hates ‘the Browning of America’” The Daily Beast. Accessed March 26, 2019.
https://www.thedailybeast.com/coulter-hates-the-browning-of-america
3
“GOP lawmaker: 'We can’t restore our civilization with somebody else’s babies'” The
Hill. Accessed March 26, 2019. https://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-box/323606-goplawmaker-invokes-far-right-dutch-politician-in-retweet
4
“Trump Again Threatens Violence If Democrats Don’t Support Him” New York
Magazine Online. Accessed April 7, 2019.
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/03/trump-threatens-violence-if-democrats-dontsupport-him.html
2
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its origins and effects. The first section of my work deals with the Virginia Historical
Highway Markers Program. Through ceramics and photography, I deconstruct the
purpose and history of these “historical markers” in the context of the current national
identity crisis. The second section of my work is an extended photo essay on the subject
of White identity centered around historical sites, monuments, and historical reenactments in Virginia. Using the camera as both an expressive tool and a method of
recording, I expose the elements of these sites and activities that support the originalist,
white-supremacist definition of Americanness. The third section of my work consists of
paintings that come from my collection of family photos. Through painting I transform
these images from relatively mundane family photo memories into psychological
reflections on the damaging effects of racist ideology on family solidarity and sense of
heritage. The final group of work in the show is a set of cyanotypes based on the images
of prominent voices of white supremacy. Through this photographic process of
reproducing images, I examine the fears of cultural erasure that white supremacists use as
fuel for the propagation of their racist ideologies.

THESIS EXHIBITION

VIRGINIA HISTORICAL HIGHWAY MARKERS PROGRAM
The Virginia Historical Highway Markers Program was founded in 1927 with a
group of signs erected along Route One in Virginia between Richmond and Mount
Vernon, the site of George Washington’s home. The “Historical Highway Markers”,
which number more than 25001 as of 2018, are a highly visible part of the non-interstate
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driving experience in Virginia. Their uniform, cast-iron, Victorian design sets them apart
from most roadway signage, and suggests an origin and sensibility that lends them a
visual sense of historicity. Much of the content of these signs is centered around the
kinds of history-making that is popular among tourists to Virginia which is the state’s
relationship to our country’s early development, and as a focal point in the Civil War.
Each sign tells of some significance to this narrative of the location that it occupies.
Almost inevitably, this narrative traces local names and places to colonial and precolonial relationships with the old world. Battle sites are marked to give a similar feeling
of standing on hallowed ground claimed by ancestors with blood and treasure.
The fact that this program of signage was conceived of at the height of the Jim
Crow era, and the narrative of colonial lineage that it lays out along side of the honorific
treatment of Civil War events, puts it solidly in line with other kinds of more blatantly
celebratory monuments to the Confederacy of the same era. It is no accident, for
instance, that the first group of these markers marked a path from the old capital of the
Confederacy to the home of our first president as a way of using one branch of Virginia
history to legitimize and sanitize the other.
This was more effective in a time when the top speeds, and driving habits allowed
for the ingestion of the messages on these signs. Today, however, these signs are, by dint
of disrepair, our modern saturation with infotainment of all sorts, and general lack of
time, fading out of consciousness. The only thing that really remains is the brand that is
their iconic shape. Most people assume that they know what the narrative is underneath
the brand even though they haven’t read it. Most of those people are right. If you’ve
been in Virginia long enough, you know very well who the proponents of “historical
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conservation” are, and what their agenda is. The website for the Virginia Historical
Highway Markers Program alludes to this difficulty. In the section about marker
“retirement policy” it states some of the reasons that markers are retired:
Contain errors of fact that can be documented with reliable sources; Are so
damaged, deteriorated, illegible, unstable, or unsafe that the cost of repair
would approach the cost of a new marker; or Have very brief texts, and
lack historical context, such that their educational value is severely
limited.5
Which is all well and good if these markers are in fact supposed to function as
educational history materials, but that mission is clearly secondary to the primary
function of maintaining the community status quo. The same website also reveals that
there is also an “adoption” program6 for the old signs that fall into the retirement category
allowing communities that have become “accustomed” to these signs to take up the
financial responsibility for their maintenance, essentially allowing these potentially
historically misleading, poorly written, expensive chunks of iron to remain on public
land, in public view, now funded in perpetuity by private entities. This then, puts these
signs in exactly the same category as the heroic scale, Jim-Crow-era, Confederate
monuments.
A brief tour through the marker database online confirms this narrative of AngloSaxon manifest destiny. Much of the diversity of this history is represented by characters

"Marker Retirement & Adoption Policy." DHR – Virginia Department of Historic
Resources. Accessed March 26, 2019. https://www.dhr.virginia.gov/highwaymarkers/marker-retirement-adoption-policy/.
6
Ibid.
5
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who play bit parts in the larger narrative. One particularly enlightening search term you
can use is for the sign titled “Indian Road”, which pulls up a very uncomfortable image
of two Native Virginians in full traditional dress standing in front of a newly-installed
sign that tells a story of Native Americans (“Indians”) in Virginia being important to the
development of inter-colonial business traffic -- a factoid which is more relevant to the
celebration of colonialism than to the celebration of diversity or Native American
heritage.
The first section of my work related to the historical markers are the intentionally
blurry, large-scale photographs of the signs. As I’ve discussed above, the historical,
educational value of these signs is limited by their location, accessibility, brevity, and
lack of context. As such they function more in the way an icon functions: dependent on
the lowest common denominator of graphical recognition to relay their message. The
purposeful blurriness of the photography emphasizes this in a couple of ways. First, they
are reminiscent of either images taken from a moving vehicle, or from a distance making
them illegible. Even in this severely obscured state the signs still read as what they are,
recognizable to people who have seen them before. The blurriness also anonymizes the
signs. It takes them out of their geographical context making them look very similar and
reducing them to the readability of their contour. This sameness and illegibility are
important factors in the process by which white supremacists hijack the conversation
about American history and identity. As is the case with these signs, the poorly
delivered, poorly contextualized, poorly maintained messages on these signs provides the
perfect blank slate upon which white supremacists rewrite collective memory.
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There are two separate ceramics series in my thesis that also deal with the
historical markers. Each series deals in slightly different ways with the transformation of
the historical narrative through the lens of white supremacy. The first series includes a
group of non-functional vessel forms (tubes with no top or bottom). These forms were
constructed from slabs pressed into a reversed facsimile of the signs, so the text was
recessed into them facing in a right-reading orientation which was faced outward on an
open-ended tube constructed from the slabs. Through a process of distressing them by
forcing my fist inside the constructed cylinders, the cylinders stretched and bulged from
the physical pressure exerted on them. The tops of them tore and flared from the same
activity and in some cases the sides of the cylinders tore or were punctured by my
knuckles or thumb. The clay tubes were then forced into a standing position on their
open ends with the flared ends standing upwards. In some cases, this caused some
deformation on their bases which recorded the force required to make them stand erect.
There were two glazing processes employed on the vessels to finish them. First, on the
outside of them, an iron oxide wash was liberally applied at the top of the vessels and
allowed drip down the sides. It collected in the recesses of the text and the other
irregularities of the form and in firing resembled an oxidation process caused by water on
metal over a long period of time. Inside the vessels I poured a combination of a highgloss black glaze upon which I immediately floated a metallic bronze glaze. This
combination of wet glazes was poured in such a way that it coated only the inside of the
vessels, but also dripped out of any ruptures in the sides of the forms. When fired, the
inside of the vessel has a surface that emphasizes the violent but short-lived metamorphic
process that happens in the kiln, and also contrasts it with the appearance of a longer
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erosive process on the outside. The combined effect of the stressing of the cylinder
during its construction, and the two-part glazing, is that the cylinders look like the
petrified husk of an organism that long ago suffered some sort of violent demise.
Surrounding them is a trail of black shredded rubber mulch which connects some of the
vessels to one another in something akin to burnt or infected soil suggesting the
contagious nature of the violent event. This is the main metaphor in my ceramics work:
that the co-option of American history by white supremacy has a transformational effect
on our collective sense of ourselves. In the case of the vessels, history and identity are
the previously living and evolving organism that has been ossified into this dead shell by
the reductive pressure of white supremacy.
The installation with the square, ceramic plaques also deals with the
transformation that comes from the introduction of white supremacy into this historical
narrative. The commentary here comes in two parts: the treatment of the text from the
markers, and the sign form which is echoed in the installation. The ceramic plaques were
generated by rolling out square slabs of clay which I took out into the field and pressed
against the raised text of the signs. The predetermined size of the slabs made the text that
was captured on them more of a fragment of information than even the original text is. I
purposefully captured sections of the text that had words and phrases that speak to the
white supremacist narrative of Virginia and America as Anglo Saxon. The truncated text
on the plaques was also, by the nature of the process a mirror image of the signs. I glazed
the plaques in a way that is reminiscent of the condition of these decades old, poorly
cared for, painted, cast-iron signs. In so doing, I also took the opportunity to highlight
the same words and phrases that I was trying to capture in the placement of the slabs on

11

the sign. Both the truncation, and the inversion of the text speak to the ways that white
supremacy attempts to oversimplify and re-contextualize history in the interest of
furthering the legitimacy of their racist ideology. The mirror-image view of the same text
that can be read as one narrative amongst many of Virginia history, in the alternate
universe of white supremacy behind the mirror, becomes the one and only narrative and a
territorial declaration of ownership. This mirror view idea is echoed in the installation of
the plaques. Mounted above each of them are four-foot-tall by five inch wide and deep,
glass-front boxes filled with salt in the top of which sit clumps of dead wild grass. Each
of these boxes stands in for a cross section of the ground underneath the sign where the
sign post would be. The dead grass is an indicator of the ground surface which has been
affected by the salted column underneath. The inverted plaques, two per column of salt,
are mounted underneath the metaphorical soil column, thus, the whole sign has been
inverted and the viewer is meant to feel that they are viewing the whole thing from
underground as well. Much like the ossified dead feel of the ceramic vessels, the “salted
earth” metaphor here speaks to the ways in which the introduction of white supremacy
into this dialogue ends any negotiation or nuance in the conversation about American and
Virginian identity. It is as if the historical markers have been transformed into landpoisoning territorial markers that make the territory they claim unusable by anyone.
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HISTORY MAKING IN VIRGINIA
The history of Virginia is a moving target. On the surface, it seems that the State
is constantly, actively trying to preserve the evidence of its role in the founding of the
nation. I think, perhaps, it would be more accurate to say that rather than preserving
history, Virginia packages it. From the “This Old House” types of tours which one can
take through homes in neighborhoods that look like you took a time machine to the
1850s, to theme-park-like experiences at sites like Colonial Williamsburg, in which
actors who are full-time employees of the state park system tour you through a movie set
that is the definition of infotainment, Virginia is chock-full of tourist friendly historicism
that is designed not to upset white, middle-class sentiments and the millions of dollars of
tourist revenue comes with them into the state every year. The fact that Thomas
Jefferson fathered children with his slave Sally Hemings has only recently been publicly
confirmed by the Monticello foundation in an exhibit which opened in 2018. Then there
are the “re-enactments” of history by amateur Civil War buffs on state funded battle
ground parks like New Market, which have incredibly high production values, but are
largely devoid of any historical value.
This is not to say that Virginians do not grapple with the meaning of all of this
history that surrounds us. We can hardly avoid it. For better and for worse, we are a
Mecca for Southern history in the making. As the seat of the former capital of the
Confederacy and the suburb of the capital of the current Union we are a natural nexus
between our country’s past and future. Nobody knows this better than the white
supremacists in this nation, and no one has tried harder to seize control of the narrative of
America’s identity and end any negotiation about further membership in that category.
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The 2017 tragedy in Charlottesville during the “Unite the Right” rally that ended in the
death of Heather Heyer is exhibit one.
My photography looks at this tenuous relationship Virginians have with our
collective memory and identity. It questions our go along to get along sense of decency
and asks what the consequences are of ignoring a problematic, complex past in return for
a short-term reprieve on dealing honestly with old wounds. What sorts of freedoms do
we surrender to the threats of domestic terrorists when we sweep these problems under
the rug? What are we acquiescing to or in our silence agreeing with? I visited a number
of these sites and produced photo essays that try to answer some of these questions.
The problem with photography, particularly photography that purports to be
“documentary” is that in reproducing an image of something that is designed to be looked
at, that is a visual presentation of a point of view, that one is only reiterating that point of
view. What is more troubling, is the use of the power of the lens to represent what we
desire, rather than what is, in the context of documentation. This is tantamount to lying
and purports to be the difference between photojournalism and commercial photography.
As with much of my work, my photography has a purposeful modicum of craft and
beauty that I believe is an important part of the content. It also is an accessible point of
entry for what is otherwise difficult subject matter. When photographing the sites,
monuments, and re-enactments for my thesis, I found it was quite easy for a wellcomposed and produced photograph that was otherwise dispassionately presented to be
the kind of blank slate of accessibility that white supremacists look for when seeking to
inject their ideologies into the public consciousness. In the end, the answer to this
conundrum was not to treat the subject matter dispassionately or to even settle for the

14

strictures of “documentary” photography, but to allow myself to use photography to
inject a new point of view into the dialogue. There is a distinct editorial voice in my
images that is meant to unpack the consequences of using these sites as evidence for the
supremacy of the white race. The confusion of time and context in my photos speaks to
the feeling that any thinking person gets when trying to square the convoluted revisionist
history employed by white supremacy with any valid, academic treatment of the same
subjects. There is an apocalyptic, dystopian, treatment of some of the images, that is
meant to suggest that white supremacy’s violent, torch-lit reactions to demands for
dialogue are a greater threat to their privilege than any honest discussion about equality
will ever be. I also focus on the people engaged in history-making at these sites,
particularly the children, in an appeal to all of our better selves, and to those people
involved who might not want themselves, or their impressionable children to be
manipulated or implicated by hate groups who would speak for them.

A HOUSE DIVIDED
My father’s generation, the children of the Greatest Generation, born in the late
40s after World War Two were the last generation of white children born in the Jim Crow
era and the generation to come of age during the Civil Rights movement. The Baby
Boomers as his generation was known, like any other group of children in any other
decade including their parents before them, were not a monolithic group. Their
experiences of the sixties and seventies varied widely, even from their friends and
families. My father was the middle of three brothers born to a middle-class, suburban
family in Ohio. He left Ohio for college in Montana on an athletic scholarship. He met
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and married my mother there, joined the Air Force through his ROTC unit during the
waning years of the Vietnam War in which he served as a supply officer in Washington
State (where I was born) and briefly in the Azores Islands on a large American Air Base
(where my brother was born). After an honorable discharge from the service, he worked
for a brief stint in retail sales, never using his college degree in physical therapy. He then
moved his family back to Ohio where he attended Lutheran seminary to become a pastor.
His first parish moved us back to Montana where my brother and I both grew up and
where he and my mother still live today. My father is a dutiful son, a devout Christian, a
dedicated father and husband, a loyal and unambitious servant to the white, male, middleclass utopia that he remembers as his childhood and formative years.
My father’s life was largely unaffected by the political and social turmoil of the
sixties and seventies. Aside from not doing as well, financially, as the Greatest
Generation did, particularly in the mid-seventies, my father, like many people living in
the middle of the country at the time experienced something like a time delay on social
change, particularly in the demographic changes that have been a hallmark of the last
thirty years. That made it somewhat easier for my father to hang on to his sense of how
things could and should be for him and his family, based on his early experiences. As for
so many men of his generation, class, and ethnicity, though, hanging onto that golden age
that they assumed was their rightful inheritance became harder and harder. As the world
got smaller and smaller, the voices and desires of more kinds of people encroached on
this heretofore unquestioned memory of comfortable privilege that white middle-class
men enjoyed. More specifically, the casual racism, sexism, and xenophobia that were
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part of the cloistered life of these white children of the fifties and sixties was called into
direct question.
Like some thirty-five to forty-five percent of the voting populace, according to
which presidential job-rating polls you subscribe to these days, my father resisted this
change with an anger and a political activism that belied an otherwise mild-mannered
midwestern sensibility. Not only did he vote for the candidate that promised to take
America back to that same golden age of white privilege by building a wall to keep the
undesirables out, but he preached from the pulpit about how social change was
threatening everything his congregation holds sacred. He guided his parishioners through
a modern schism in the American Lutheran church which saw an already dwindling and
aging populace of Lutherans split in two (for the second time) over issues of biblical
literalism and how the church should respond to external pressures to change its views on
social issues like race, poverty, and most controversially, gender.
Many of these changes happened for my father after I was out of the house for
good. In that way, I was sequestered from the changes happening on a family level. I
suppose this is what contributed to my surprise over the perceived difference in my
father, and ultimately, the realization that I had changed myself. It was this final
realization that led me to painting a series of portraits based on my family photo album
that speak to the different ways that my father and I are looking back on the same time in
our lives.
I represent both the casual racism and blissful ignorance of difference in my
father’s and his father’s privileged lives as a white “mask” behind which that racism and
ignorance was mostly hidden, but also rarely challenged. It is a defensive, privileged
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identity and a starkly over-simplified definition of my father’s ethnicity and of his sense
of being American behind which he and his father hide from any challenges to their
comfortable ideas of their place and importance in the world. It is also a beacon, a public
declaration of their separation and difference from anyone who doesn’t identify with this
simplistic view. As such, the mask represents a terrible choice that they have made, and
the dehumanizing effect it has had on them and their families. The mask is shown on my
face and on my sibling’s face in these photos, suggesting that children may not have a
choice in the matter if they are indoctrinated, but in the end, my own children are
represented without the masks leaving open the question of the breaking of that cycle.
This installation is made to look like my living room and is the center of my
exhibition because it is meant, more than any other part of the exhibition, to be a catalyst
for conversation. More than my ceramics, or my photography, these paintings of my
family and myself, are meant to show my direct involvement with this ideology and how
it has estranged me from parts of my own family and my sense of identity and history.
Hopefully, through the vulnerability of that admission, I can have discussions with other
people who recognize this same kind of destructive familial rift, regardless of whether
that rift is white supremacy, or any other kind of intolerance of difference and change that
keeps important discussions from happening that might prevent this kind of division.

ERASURE
As I mentioned in my introduction, white supremacy thrives on whites’ fear of
losing the status and privileges that come along with being white. This fear is the
primary way that the conversation about American identity is being hijacked by people
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who want to maintain their power and privilege, but for people whose power comes from
their ability to speak for a large group of people, what are the consequences of this kind
of fear mongering? This body of work came as a natural progression from and
amalgamation of my most recent art. These images of the most public and vociferous
proponents of white supremacy are displayed as having lost their identity entirely.
Coming off of the heels of my painting series where my male family members wear
masks that ask whether we are often the largest threat to our own sense of self, these
cyanotype prints were a way for me to explore that question on a more national level.
Using this antiquated photographic process was a way for me to talk about the regressive
ideologies that these individuals espouse. By staking their territory in this antiquated and
divisive ideologies, these people not only ostracize themselves from the company of most
people of good conscience, they threaten to marginalize themselves out of existence.
Each of these men has proven, on many occasions, that they are willing to double down
on the most asinine, paranoid, ill-informed, conspiracy or bald-faced lie that will frighten
their constituents into turning power over to these architects of hate and division. Their
lack of allegiance to even their own points of view proves that their vision of white
identity is a means to an end of amassing personal power and privilege on the backs of
the fears of their ignorant followers. In this way, it doesn’t matter who they are since
they could be any of a number of the privileged few, but their particular method of
achieving that power has required that they sacrifice what is the most important aspect of
anyone’s identity: their humanity; which is an erasure.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
I opened my thesis monograph with two quotes from two very different
perspectives about the nature of identity. They set the tone for my investigation of white
identity politics and their effect on our collective national identity. I’d like to reproduce
Baldwin’s quote in its entirety here because it speaks directly to the fragility of white
supremacy’s views on what identity can and should be:
The question of identity is a question involving the most profound panic–a
terror as primary as the nightmare of the mortal fall. This question can
scarcely be said to exist among the wretched, who know, merely, that they
are wretched and who bear it day by day–it is a mistake to suppose that the
wretched do not know that they are wretched; nor does this question exist
among the splendid, who know, merely, that they are splendid, and who
flaunt it, day by day: it is a mistake to suppose that the splendid have any
intention of surrendering their splendor. An identity is questioned only
when it is menaced, as when the mighty begin to fall, or when the
wretched begin to rise, or when the stranger enters the gates, never,
thereafter, to be a stranger: the stranger’s presence making you the
stranger, less to the stranger than to yourself. Identity would seem to be
the garment with which one covers the nakedness of the self; in which
case, it is best that the garment be loose, a little like the robes of the desert,
through which robes one’s nakedness can always be felt, and sometimes,
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discerned. This trust in one’s nakedness is all that gives one the power to
change one’s robes.7
Baldwin reminds us of a truth that we have forgotten, that underneath the garment of our
identities lies “the nakedness of the self”: a common trait and vulnerability that we all
share. Before there is identity, there is our humanity. Baldwin’s vision of identity is a
roomy, utilitarian garment that serves us on our long journey through life. It can and
should be changed if it does not do its job well. The metaphor points out that identity is
not our self, it is the way we present our self, it is the way that we move through society,
and most importantly relate to others. Baldwin warns that without this “trust in one’s
nakedness” one cannot choose to “change one’s robes”. To know one’s own humanity,
to trust in a common humanity, is to have the power to meet the challenge of the
“stranger” that Baldwin talks about -- the stranger that we become to ourselves when we
meet true strangers.
White supremacists would have identity be as close as skin, closer even. You
would never take it off because it could not be removed as part of the self. You would be
born with your identity, and as a fixed tradition and thing to be inherited, its value would
lie in it always being the same. Like any other lineage that bestows privilege by fiat, it
also requires the power to keep the stranger outside of the “gates” to keep difference from
menacing identity and challenging the entitlements they have walled up inside. In
Baldwin’s opinion this is the true privilege of the “splendid”: that their identity is rarely

Baldwin, James. The Devil Finds Work: An Essay. New York: Vintage Books, 2011.
537.
7
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ever truly menaced and also the source of their constant fear that the scales will tip and
they will be seen in a new, perhaps wretched light.
The true subtlety of Baldwin’s model of identity is that he never mentions race.
Where the white supremacist would make race and identity part of the self, or at least
impossible to differentiate, Baldwin’s philosophy assumes that like identity, race is
something constructed by our experience and by society. In some cases, it is chosen, in
others, foisted upon us. Baldwin, rather, introduces two other identities, the “wretched”
and the “splendid” which arguably cross the lines of race and ethnicity, and which seem,
for Baldwin, to be more relevant to one’s sense of self than race. This is, of course, the
true threat to white supremacy: that more and more people will identify with the
wretchedness of inequality than identify along the lines of ethnicity and race. This is the
very thing that is fueling the recent resurgence of race-baiting in our country. People
have been exposed to the world. The stranger has entered the gates and we can see our
relative wretchedness or splendor, and in our panic to maintain our sense of our station in
life, we blame the stranger for our wretchedness.
The use of white identity politics as an attempt to maintain white privilege is a
ruse. Baldwin knew this. He was trying to tell us that while fighting amongst ourselves,
we are all being robbed by a small group of people with no intention of surrendering their
splendor to a wretched bunch like us. We are only really fighting for the scraps from that
table. But perhaps that is too profound a trauma for some, to admit that they are
wretched beneath their robes. The hope of splendor, no matter how far out of reach, still
inflames our basest survival instincts of competition for resources, but at what cost? I
think Baldwin is suggesting that our true selves are at risk. We are menacing our own
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identities by subscribing to the politics of division. Our ties to other people begin with
our sense of identity, and without those ties, we are truly left in the desert without a robe.

23

FIGURES

Figure 1

Figure 2

24

Figure 3

Figure 4

25

Figure 5

Figure 6

26

Figure 7

27

Figure 8

28

Figure 9

29

Figure 10

Figure 11

30

Figure 12

31

Figure 13

32

Figure 14

33

Figure 15

Figure 16

Figure 17

34

Figure 18

35

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Baldwin, James. The Devil Finds Work: An Essay. New York: Vintage Books, 2011.
Chait, Jonathan. “Trump Again Threatens Violence If Democrats Don’t Support Him”
New York Magazine Online. Accessed April 7, 2019.
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/03/trump-threatens-violence-if-democrats-dontsupport-him.html
Firozi, Paulina. “GOP lawmaker: 'We can’t restore our civilization with somebody else’s
babies'” The Hill. Accessed March 26, 2019. https://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-box/323606gop-lawmaker-invokes-far-right-dutch-politician-in-retweet
Grove, Lloyd. “Coulter Hates ‘the Browning of America’” The Daily Beast. Accessed
March 26, 2019. https://www.thedailybeast.com/coulter-hates-the-browning-of-america
Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation. "Virginia Department of
Conservation and Recreation" Accessed March 26, 2019.
https://www.virginia.gov/agencies/virginia-department-of-conservation-and-recreation/.
Virginia Department of Historic Resources. "Historical Highway Markers" Accessed
March 26, 2019. https://www.dhr.virginia.gov/highway-markers/.
Virginia Department of Historic Resources. "Marker Online Database Search" Accessed
March 26, 2019. https://vcris.dhr.virginia.gov/HistoricMarkers/
Virginia Department of Historic Resources. "Marker Retirement & Adoption Policy."
Accessed March 26, 2019. https://www.dhr.virginia.gov/highway-markers/markerretirement-adoption-policy/.

